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eighteenth century B.C. These three great sovereigns are held up to posterity as model rulers.
The dynasty decayed; the successive emperors fell away from the moral standards of their great predecessors, until Tang arose and overthrew the last and worst of the family. Tang began the Shan dynasty which bears the name of the province to which he belonged, though the title was subsequently changed to Yin when the capital was re-moved to the town bearing that name.
The meritorious Tang was again followed by decadent successors, and the last of his house, Chow Sin, was overthrown towards the end of the twelfth century by Wu Wang, the ''Warrior King/' whose father was Chang, the admirable but ill-treated Minister, who under the title of Wen Wang, the "Lettered King/' is accounted the founder of the new Chou dynasty, so called from the lordship of Chou which belonged to the family. These two princes are held in like honor to that of the four great predecessors already named.
The Chou dynasty ruled for the best part of a thousand years, until the middle of the third century B.C. To them is attributed the creation of what may be called the Chinese feudal system, under which the country was divided into great fiefs governed by nobles who became more or less independent. There is a plausible theory that the dynasty was really of Tartar origin, from the northwest, set up largely by the aid of Tartar chiefs, upon whom lands were bestowed somewhat as William the Conqueror bestowed lands upon his Norman followers. About the first half of the tenth century reigned the Emperor Mu Wang, reprehended by posterity for introducing the system of commuting punishments for criminal offenses for fines of varying severity. Nomad tribes, now and for some time to come, were hammering on the northwestern marches of China; and in the eighth century the nobles of the province of Tsin were officially intrusted with the defense of the border, whereby they acquired a military ascendency which ultimately led to the overthrow of the Chou dynasty. The Emperor already possessed only a shadowy supremacy, and the great nobles were developing more and more into independent princes.
The sixth century was the time of the two great men who have most dominated.Chinese ideas, Lao Tse and Kung-Fu-Tsze, known to the West as Confucius. The doctrines of Lao Tse, the older of the two, are known as Taoism. If we may attempt the difficult task of summarizing a highly abstruse doctrine, we may say that Lao Tse taught that there was a fundamental principle, a Being whom he called Tao, Itself the unconditional cause of all things, a Divine Being who called order out of chaos. It was just at this time, we observe, that the Buddha was evolving his spiritual doctrines in Hindustan, and possibly that Zoroaster was giving a new form to the Persian religion.